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so	 when	 there’s	 identification	 that	 maybe	 a	 process	 needs	 looking	 at,	 or	
thinking	about,	or	whatever,	 that’s	when	 I	will	come	 in	and	 liaise	with	other	
people	to	try	and	streamline	stuff,	I	guess,	is	what’s	my	role.	That’s	how	my	role	
has	 developed….	 The	 role	 continues	 to	 develop	 so	 that’s	 the	 direction	 I’m	
steering	it	in	at	the	moment,	‘cause	that’s	what	I	see	as	the	need.	(Kathy,	L.285-
90)	
Kathy	takes	on	a	major	administrative	load	which	could	be	framed	as	“service”	in	a	promotion	
application,	but	here	she	demonstrates	how	she	shapes	this	particular	role	by	identifying	the	
actual	requirements	and	responding	creatively	to	them.	
Example:	Sidney	
Sidney	is	a	Lecturer	at	an	Australian	university.	Originally	from	the	UK,	he	has	a	minority	
background.	He	is	clear	that	the	first-year	module	that	he	teaches	is	strategically	important,	
bringing	in	significant	student	numbers	and	being	a	main	“pull”	for	the	department;	he	
validates	his	contribution	in	this	way.	He	undertakes	pedagogical	research	and	enjoys	the	
opportunity	to	develop	his	teaching,	despite	increased	teaching	loads	and	the	work	this	all	
causes.	He	says	that	his	research	is	just	ticking	along	at	about	30%	of	what	it	could	be.	
The	core	of	my	teaching	role	here	is	with	a	large	first	year	critical	thinking	
class	that	we	have.	…	it's	a	big	revenue	stream	for	the	department	and	it's	one	
of	the	main	ways	in	which	…	we	attract	students…	So	it	bears	quite	a	lot	of	
responsibility,	and	consequently,	…	it's	very	time	consuming…	.	And	I	oversee	
its	teaching	at	satellite	campuses	…	and	a	gifted	and	talented	programme.	…	
So	whilst	my	research	has	kind	of	ticked	along,	…	it's	given	me	the	opportunity	
to	pursue	research	into	teaching	and	to	explore	avenues	…	and	connections	
with	people	in	learning	and	teaching	that	I	really	cherish	and	think	are	really	
valuable.	…	It's	diminished	the	amount	of	research	I	can	do.	….[but]	I'm	happy	
about	the	opportunity	to	do	what	I	have	done	(Sidney	L.10-115).	
Sidney	demonstrates	how	he	creatively	puts	together	a	range	of	activities	that	appear	to	him	to	
go	together	including	carrying	out	research	on	learning	and	teaching	to	make	a	unique	
contribution.	
Example:	Sophie	
Sophie	works	in	an	English	department	of	education.	She	has	been	in	post	for	14	years.	When	
she	began	she	had	a	very	strong	background	in	teaching	and	counselling,	but	not	very	much	
research	experience.	She	sees	herself	as:	“somebody	who	cares	about	the	students	but	who	
also	wants	to	be	accessible	to	people”	(L250-1).	She	says:	“anything	to	do	with	the	students	
would	come	first	for	me”	(L42).	Sophie	sees	formal	structures	as	something	that	can	be	used	to	
influence	the	student	experience,	e.g.	in	chairing	a	faculty	level	quality	committee.	She	is	
director	of	teaching	and	learning	within	the	department	as	well	as	coordinating	an	offshore	
Masters.	She	had	recently	been	promoted	to	reader.	We	characterise	her	as	low	to	medium	
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research	productivity,	but	it	is	clear	that	although	she	likes	writing,	carrying	out	research	is	not	
a	priority	for	her.	
when	[chairing	the	faculty	quality	committee]	came	up	two	years	ago	that’s	
when	I	decided	I	would	go	for	it.	…	I’d	started	to	feel	I	was	becoming	a	bit	too	
insular	and	I’ve	always,	really	ever	since	I’ve	worked	in	the	university	[I]	got	to	
know	people	…	and	got	a	sense	of	the	different	cultures	of	the	different	
departments	and	I’d	started	to	feel	I	wasn’t	doing	that	anymore,	so	that	was	
one	of	the	reasons	I	wanted	to	be	out	and	about	in	the	faculty	and	getting	to	
know	people	and	the	other	reason	was	because	I	do	feel	strongly,	however	
you	define	it,	quality	in	learning	and	teaching	and	I	think	there	are	more	
people	who	feel	those	things	are	important	now,	in	this	university,	than	did	in	
the	past	and	I	find	that	really	encouraging.	(Sophie,	L	505-514)	
Sophie	took	on	a	definable	role	but	in	this	extract	she	illustrates	what	that	means	to	her	in	
terms	of	the	ways	in	which	it	enables	her	to	interact	with	people	across	the	whole	university.		
Defining	the	academic	artisan	
The	activities	in	Figure	1	and	the	examples	here	tend	to	be	performed	by	academics	who	are	
not	just	teachers,	but	manage	and	organize	things	formally	and	informally.	They	are	responding	
to	the	situations	they	are	in	to	make	positive	contributions	that	develop	or	support	the	mission	
of	the	university.	As	we	saw	in	the	examples,	research	may	suffer	as	a	consequence.		
Academic	artisans	do	not	just	craft	positions	for	themselves	to	meet	their	own	needs.	The	bulk	
of	what	they	do	is	focused	on	providing	a	service	to	the	institution	by	going	beyond	necessary	
tasks	and	contributing	to	a	bigger	whole.	To	characterize	this	work	as	artisanal	is	to	draw	
attention	to	how	such	academics	demonstrate	a	sense	of	responsibility	and	agency	for	work	
which	comes	their	way.	They	also	demonstrate	commitment	to	the	institution,	to	their	
colleagues	and/or	department	and	to	students;	not	just	their	own	students,	but	students	more	
broadly.	They	display	conscientiousness	about	fixing	things	that	they	perceive	to	need	fixing.	
They	tend	to	be	good	corporate	citizens	who	are	committed	to	the	collective,	often	caring	about	
student	engagement	and	wellbeing,	about	how	colleagues	work	together	and	ensuring	efficient	
functioning	of	their	workgroup.	Such	people	may	not	be	particularly	productive	in	the	typical	
research	sense,	but	are	essentially	keeping	the	university	going.	The	work	of	the	academic	
artisan	is	often	forgotten;	or	it	is	assumed	that	what	they	do	are	minor	elements	of	normal	
teaching	and	research	contracts,	or	may	be	dismissed	as	“service”.		
Our	data	suggest	artisanal	work	requires	a	wide	range	of	professional	skills.	Interviewees	
carrying	out	such	work	demonstrated	industriousness,	hard-working	and	skilled	coordination	
and	administration.	They	also	appeared	to	have	the	ability	to	work	with	colleagues	and	to	
mobilise	them.	Often	the	work	of	the	academic	artisan	does	not	appear	on	their	position	
description,	or	only	sketchily.	They	create	their	own	job,	according	to	the	needs	of	the	
institution,	work-group	or	discipline	as	they	perceive	them	(Brew,	et	al.,	2017).		
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It	is	important	to	be	clear	about	what	artisanship	is	not.	We	are	not	referring	to	those	
academics	who	just	focus	on	their	own	teaching	and/or	looking	after	their	own	students,	or	
who	just	have	lots	more	teaching	than	their	colleagues.	Academic	artisans	are	not	the	people	
who	are	using	students	as	an	excuse	not	to	do	research.	Neither	are	we	referring	to	academics	
who	just	focus	on	being	on	lots	of	university/faculty	committees.	Also	we	are	not	referring	to	
academics	just	doing	a	particular	role	and	nothing	more	e.g.	head	of	department,	neither	are	
we	talking	about	academics	who	are	doing	an	administrative	job,	or	taking	on	a	task	to	fill	out	
their	workload.	At	times,	it	may	be	difficult	to	distinguish	academic	artisans	from	such	
academics.	This	is	one	of	the	problems	and	perhaps	a	reason	why	they	hitherto	have	been	
absent	in	university	discourse.	
Whilst	further	research	is	needed	to	verify	this,	it	is	clear,	as	we	have	argued,	that	the	focus	of	
attention	of	the	academic	artisan	is	the	organisation	(including	the	faculty,	department,	or	
workgroup)	and	where	it	is	going.	They	appear	to	be	aware	of	the	social	structures	and	how	
they	are	played	out	around	themselves.	This	leads	them	into	coordination	roles,	mobilizing	
colleagues,	managing	things,	and	they	craft	these	roles	in	unique	ways	responding	creatively	to	
the	actual	needs	and	requirements	as	they	arise.	Their	orientation	may	arise	due	to	their	
awareness	of	a	job	that	needs	to	be	done,	and	this	can	lead	them	to	take	up	a	formal	role	in,	for	
example,	course	coordination,	curriculum	development,	marketing	or	outreach.		
The	academics	who	perform	these	roles	are	therefore	by	no	means	deficient—though	they	may	
appear	so	on	simplistic	metrics	used	to	judge	performance.	Rather,	their	work	provides	the	glue	
that	holds	the	university	together.	If	they	were	not	doing	this	work	then	others	would	not	be	
able	to	do	theirs.	Indeed	ironically,	academic	artisans	facilitate	university	research	capacity	by	
not	taking	part	in	it.		
Discussion	
Our	task	in	this	paper	has	been	to	highlight	academic	artisans	as	a	forgotten	or	“absent”	group	
of	academics	who	tend	not	to	figure	in	discourses	of	academic	work.	We	have	suggested	that	
universities	organized	around	the	context	of	research	and	teaching	render	invisible	the	in-
between	spaces	that	academic	artisans	occupy.	Yet	the	work	that	they	do	is	vital	for	university	
functioning.		
There	is	more	research	to	be	done	to	explore	the	work	and	identities	of	people	who	occupy	
academic	artisanal	roles	in	universities.	We	have	sketched	some	dimensions	of	these	roles	as	
demonstrated	by	academics	in	our	data	and	hinted	at	others.	However,	our	survey	and	our	
interviews	were	all	based	on	the	assumption	that	academics	may	focus	primarily	on	research	or	
on	teaching.	We	recognise	that	some	academics	do	just	do	this.	However,	it	is	only	in	analyzing	
our	data	as	a	whole,	that	we	have	come	to	recognise	that	much	academic	work	falls	between	
the	two	and	that	for	substantial	numbers	of	academics	on	teaching	and	research	contracts	
what	falls	between	teaching	and	research	is	the	main	focus	and	raison	d’être	of	their	academic	
work	and	careers.		
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While	there	has	been	considerable	debate	about	the	relationship	between	research	and	
teaching,	considerable	discussion	about	academic	identity,	and	discussions	of	academic	
freedom	are	longstanding,	what	is	meant	by	‘academic”;	the	nature	and	extent	of	academic	
work	and	how	this	is	changing	has	received	little	attention.		
There	is,	then,	a	need	for	studies	to	differentiate	changing	understandings	of	the	nature	of	
academic	work.	We	are	of	the	opinion	that	much	artisanal	work	in	universities	is	truly	academic	
because	it	relies	on	the	artisan	making	complex	academic	judgements	and	responding	in	
creative	ways.	However,	an	important	question	raised	by	some	of	the	artisanal	work	we	have	
identified	is	the	extent	to	which	this	work	is	academic	work,	or	whether	it	is	“academic	
related”,	or	“quasi	academic”	as	the	literature	suggests.	Cost-saving	decisions	to	employ	
professional	staff	to	perform	functions	usually	performed	by	academic	staff	are	increasingly	
being	made	by	university	managers	(Whitchurch,	2008b;	Macfarlane,	2009),	so	a	healthy	
debate	on	the	nature	and	scope	of	academic	work	is	long	overdue.		
Without	nuanced	research-based	understandings	of	what	is	meant	by	academic	work,	it	is	likely	
that	there	will	continue	to	be	confusion	concerning	the	role	and	status	of	artisanal	work	in	the	
university.	Without	this	knowledge,	inappropriate	decisions	about	individuals’	contracts	will	
continue	to	be	made	by	university	managers,	for	example,	employing	professional	staff	in	
academic	roles,	shifting	academics	onto	professional	staff	contracts	and	requiring	some	
teaching	and	research	academics	to	move	to	teaching-only	roles.	However,	teaching-only	
positions	do	not	substitute	for	academic	artisans,	because	their	only	focus	is	teaching;	not	the	
wider	roles	that	artisans	perform	nor	the	spirit	in	which	they	do	it.	To	do	this	is	to	treat	
academic	artisans	as	if	they	do	not	exist.		
Given	that	artisanal	roles	have	been	treated	as	absent	in	universities,	and	that	this	work	has	
been	undervalued,	there	are	problems	for	academics	who	occupy	these	roles	when	it	comes	to	
promotion	and	progression.	Many	academic	artisans	as	demonstrated	by	the	examples,	
deliberately	choose	this	path.	Others	may	not	be	given	a	choice.	They	may	be	encouraged	in	
early	career	to	take	on	an	artisanal	role	in	the	expectation	that	it	may	lead	to	career	
advancement.	If	a	junior	academic	is	successful	in	such	a	role,	they	may	be	offered	further	
similar	ones.	They	can	then	become	stranded	within	the	artisanal	space	failing	to	develop	
sufficient	research	output	to	apply	for	promotion.	Although	they	may	engage	in	implementing	
major	teaching	innovations,	they	may	not	obtain	awards	for	teaching.	Although	further	
research	is	needed	to	substantiate	this,	there	appears	to	be	a	tendency	for	academic	artisans	to	
become	sidelined	in	terms	of	promotion.	When	institutional	policy	changes	e.g.	when	all	
academics	are	required	to	be	high	level	researchers,	there	may	be	serious	problems	for	
individuals.		
Universities	therefore	need	to	re-evaluate	what	such	academics	bring	to	the	academic	
enterprise	and	to	recognise	this	work.	At	one	level	this	may	be	to	re-evaluate	the	role	of	
“service”	or	“academic	citizenship”	(Macfarlane,	2007)	seeing	this	as	vital	to	university	
functioning.	However,	this	does	not	go	far	enough	because	to	recognise	the	role	and	existence	
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of	academic	artisanship	is	to	break	down	traditional	distinctions	between	research	and	teaching	
and	examine	the	ways	in	which	academics	respond	to	institutional	conditions	in	creating	their	
jobs.	This	affects	the	organisation	of	the	university,	the	work	academics	do,	notions	of	
academic	careers	and	indeed,	ideas	about	how	universities	function	and	what	they	are	for.	
Recognition	of	academic	artisans	therefore	is	important.	In	this	paper,	we	have	drawn	attention	
to	some	of	the	work	that	academic	artisans	do.	Investigation	is	needed	to	delineate	different	
artisanal	roles	and	their	features,	and	to	explore	career	profiles	of	academic	artisans.	
Universities’	attitudes	to	artisanal	roles	also	need	to	be	investigated.	Research	is	needed	to	
explore	why	they	tend	to	be	invisible.	We	believe	that	it	was	our	focus	on	teaching	and	
research	formation	that	meant	they	were	not	immediately	apparent	in	our	sample.	So	studies	
are	now	needed	based	on	the	assumption	that	they	do	exist.		
The	experiences	of	academic	artisans	and	their	understandings	of	their	academic	role	also	need	
further	exploration.	This	is	important	to	inform	university	policy	and	strategy	because	academic	
artisans	who	focus	their	work	and	careers	on	the	needs	of	the	institution	are	likely	to	be	
important	in	implementing	strategic	initiatives.		
Conclusion	
This	paper	began	with	a	discussion	of	research	findings	in	relation	to	those	academics	who	for	
one	reason	or	another	do	not,	or	choose	not	to,	do	research	or	who	have	not	developed	
accepted	research	profiles.	Drawing	on	survey	and	interview	data	a	picture	has	been	painted	of	
those	people	in	terms	of	what	they	prioritise,	how	much	work	they	do	and	what	kind	of	work.	
We	have	argued	that	“academic	artisans”	as	a	group	tend	to	have	been	“forgotten”	or	“absent”	
in	discourses	about	the	university	and	the	academic	work	needed	to	sustain	it.	Such	people	
make	important	contributions	to	university	functioning.		
Our	study	is	indicative	and	suggestive.	No	doubt	the	choice	of	the	term	“academic	artisans”	will	
be	debated.	Our	data	has	pointed	to	the	ways	in	which	academics	think	about	and	perform		
work	that	falls	around	and	between	teaching	and	research.	This	group	has	hitherto	not	been	
considered	as	a	separate	group.	So	a	serious	discussion	about	academic	work	,	is	overdue,	
especially	as	it	is	difficult	to	envisage	how	any	university	can	operate	effectively	without	those	
who	exhibit	artisanal	characteristics	and	take	on	artisanal	roles.	
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